i$6                          THE DESERT OF LOVE

"You mustn't breathe a word about it."

The voice in which he uttered this injunction was his wife's,
and Raymond caught back the words he had been about to say:
"Why should anyone in Paris be interested?" The doctor broke
off as though suddenly silenced by a stab of pain. The young
man began silently to calculate: *He must be sixty-nine or
seventy. Is it possible to go on suffering at that age, and after all
these years?9 He became suddenly aware of his own hurt, and
the consciousness of it frightened him. It wouldn't last. . . very
soon it would pass into forgetfulness. He remembered some-
thing that one of his mistresses had said: "When I'm in love and
going through hell, I just curl up and wait. I know that in a very
short while the particular man in question will mean absolutely
nothing to me, though at the moment I may be ready to die for
him, that I shan't so much as spare a passing glance for the cause
of so much suffering. It's terrible to love, and humiliating to
stop loving. . . ," All the same, this old man had been bleeding
from a mortal wound for seventeen long years. In lives like his,
hedged about with routine, dominated by a sense of duty,
passion becomes concentrated, is put away, as it were, in cold
storage. There is no way of using it up, no breath of warm air
can reach it and start the process of evaporation. It grows and
grows, stagnates, corrupts, poisons and corrodes the living flesh
that holds it prisoner.

They swung round the Arc de Triomphe. Between the puny
trees of the Champs filysees the black road flowed on like
Erebus.

"I think I've done with pottering around. I've been offered a
job in a factory. They make chicory. At the end of a year I shall
be managing director."

The doctor's reply was perfunctory: "I'm so glad, my boy."
Suddenly he shot a question: "How did you first meet?"

"Meet whom?"

"You know perfectly well what I mean."

"The friend who offered me this job?"